
Fall is an excellent time to catch a
glimpse of the hairy beasts of the spider
world at Site 300 and in grasslands around
the Livermore area. 

The tarantula is the largest of the spiders
found in the region, with a body up to two
inches in length and legs three to four inch-
es long. The mating season for the tarantula
begins in October and continues until mid-
November. During this time, mature males
can be seen roaming across the roads and
grasslands at Site 300 searching for a
mate. The female tarantulas do not
roam and will often occupy the same
hole or rock for many months or even
years at a time. 

Unlike most spiders, tarantulas do
not spin webs to catch their prey,
which consists of small insects and
sometimes lizards. Instead, tarantulas
chase their prey on the ground and
live underground in burrows. Nor-
mally, females can live up to 25 years
or more, while the males are not quite
so lucky, often being eaten by the
females after mating. Some tarantu-
las, however, meet a far more grue-
some death than cannibalism. Much
like the plot of a bad horror movie,
some unlucky tarantulas become a
victim of the “body snatchers” of the
insect world – the parasitic tarantula
wasp.

Tarantula wasps (Pepsis spp.) are
parasitic insects that use tarantulas as
live hosts, or food for their develop-
ing larvae. The brightness of the
orange-red colored wings of this two-
inch-long, black wasp is a warning to other
creatures, including humans, that it is dan-
gerous and should be avoided. Its sting is the
most painful of any North American insect
(although it is less poisonous to humans than
a honeybee). Only the female tarantula

wasps can sting but its use of that
sting has made the tarantula wasp the
tarantula’s fiercest and most dreaded
enemy. Ironically, even though they
look more frightening than the attrac-
tive tarantula wasp, tarantulas are

quite harmless to people and will rarely bite
unless handled roughly. 

When a female tarantula wasp is ready
to lay her eggs, she uses her sense of smell
to find a tarantula.  She then stings the taran-
tula, which permanently paralyzes it. The
wasp, despite being half its size, drags the
tarantula into a burrow, lays a single egg on
its abdomen and then seals the burrow. Once
the wasp larva hatches, it feeds on the juices
of the still-living but paralyzed tarantula

until the larva reaches its last molt
stage. Then the new adult wasp tears
open the tarantula and feasts on the
organs of the tarantula. This last act
spells the end for the tarantula. After
this gruesome beginning to life, the
tarantula wasp lives the rest of its life
as a peaceful nectar eater…until it is
once again time to reproduce.  This is
when the female tarantula wasp
makes its transition from Dr. Jekyll to
Mrs. Hyde, searching the grasslands
for its next victim. 
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lowship Program at Livermore for Air
Force officers holding the rank of major
and above as well as for senior civilians
GS-14 and above in nuclear science and
engineering career fields. “The purpose
is to revitalize the Air Force officers’
nuclear career path, while giving them
first-hand insight and experience into
Livermore’s nuclear technologies pro-
gram,” said Bill Mullins, U.S. Air Force
associate director of  Nuclear and Coun-
terproliferation.

The program is designed so partici-
pants can earn master’s degrees while
simultaneously receiving Professional
Military Education credit. This new
“Intermediate and Senior Development
Education Program” was recently instituted by Gener-
al John Jumper, the Air Force Chief of Staff.

Beginning in September 2004, this 21-month pro-
gram will combine specific assignments in the Lab’s
Defense and Nuclear Technologies program with con-
current enrollment in the U.C. Davis Department of
Applied Science at Livermore.

Air Force students will be assigned a Livermore
mentor from the DNT’s scientific staff for the assign-
ment. At least one new officer or civilian will begin the
21-month program each year.  While the program ini-
tially will focus toward nuclear programs and tech-
nologies, future plans may include additional students
who can concentrate on the scientific areas related to
counterproliferation, an area where the Lab also has
considerable expertise.

Air Force students will be placed in DNT or in
Laboratory departments that support  DNT to ensure
that the students will be involved in weapons-program-
related activities, such as Engineering, Chemistry, and
Computations. Technical assignments and mentoring
also will be the responsibility of DNT. The interaction
between students and the Livermore staff will be of
great mutual benefit for the future.

The Lab’s National Security Office will provide
oversight for the program, while the Science and Tech-
nology Education Program or STEP will orchestrate
the master's degree elements.

Both the Laboratory and the Air Force will assume
some of the respective costs associated with the pro-
gram, but there will be no exchange of funds between
the two organizations. Everyone expects this partner-

ship to pay dividends for our nation’s future, in nuclear
and counterproliferation  support of the global war on
terrorism.

Dr. Jekyll and Mrs. Hyde: Life of the tarantula wasp

LLNL's wild side

By Megan Cook

Tarantula wasp (right) and its innocent victim,
the tarantula (above).  The bright coloration of
this wasp gives warning that it may be wise to
steer clear of it.  The tarantula wasp can deliver
the most painful sting of any North American
insect and its young eat tarantulas alive.
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Lab Director Michael Anastasio and Air Force Brig. Gen. Robert
L. Smolen after signing an Memorandum of Understanding.


